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When I was growing up my mother used some
thing called a"pressure cooker". As I recall, she
would put vegetables, potatoes and meat in a pot
with a lid on it. The lid was designed in such a way
that it did not just fit loosely on the pot, it fit tightly.
She then put the pot on the stove. Because the pres
sure cooker was a sealed system, the heat under the
pot created pressure in the pot so that the food was
cooked under pressure. I can remember her letting
off the pressure before she opened the pot.
Life is like that. People often feel that they are
in a pressure cooker. (The modern word is stress).
Modern American life is filled with pressure: the
pressure to get to work in a gridlock of traffic, the
pressure to produce more and more at work and,
of course, the pressure to relate at home. As if that
is not enough, many frequently have other pres
sures put upon them like financial pressure, a con
flict in a relationship, a physical illness or the death
of a family member or friend. It is in those
moments that the believer in Christ asks, "Why
does God allow this to happen to me?"
There is not only pressure in life in general,
there is even pressure in the service of the Lord.
Like any "work" there is a pressure to produce and
like others the man in the ministry encounters
financial problems, conflicts with others, physical
illness and bereavement. Added to that is the pres
sure that comes from opposition, criticism and even
persecution. When that happens, the minister asks,

"What is the purpose of this pressure? I certainly
don't need it!" Paul answers that question in 2
Corinthians chapter 4:7.
THETREASURE OF CHRIST IS IN AN EARTHEN
VESSEL SO THAT IT MAY BEAPPARENT THAT
THEPOWER IS OF GOD (4:7)

Paul declares, "For we have this treasure in an
earthen vessel, that the excellence of the power
maybe of God and not of us." (4:7) Paul imagines
himself and all believers as mere earthen vessels
that is clay pots! Like clay pots, we are weak and
frail. Paul was contemptuously described as being
weak in bodily presence and having contemptible
speech (cf. 10:10). He agrees he is nothing more
than a clay pot.
This clay pot, however, contains a treasure (4:7).
The treasure is the divine revelation mentioned in
verse 6, namely "the light of the knowledge of the
glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ." That price
less treasure is in an earthen vessel, a mere clay pot!
(Gold and silver were carried in earthen vessels in
the Roman triumphal processional.)
Plutarch described the celebration of the
Macedonian victory of Aemilius Paulus in 167 B.C.
Seven hundred and fifty earthen vessels, each con
taining three talents of silver coins, were carried by
three thousand men. That is it took four men to
carry each vessel. Likewise, the precious, priceless
knowledge of Jesus Christ is contained in earthen
vessels like Paul. The purpose for God putting
such valuable treasure in such a lowly vessel was
so that it would be apparent that the great power
of the gospel is of God, not of the vessel. Tasker

well says, "It is as though a most costly jewel were
encased in an earthenware jar! Paul sees in this a
supreme manifestation of the divine law that God's
strength is made perfect in human weakness (cf.
12:9). This striking paradox makes it clear that the
gospel is no product of human ingenuity, no clever
discovery of the human intellect, no bright idea of
some outstanding genius, but a revelation of the
power of the Sovereign God."
Someone has said, "The meanness of the earth
en vessel which conveys to others the gospel, takes
nothing from the value of the treasure. A dying
hand may sign a deed of incalculable value; a shep
herd boy may point out the way to a philosopher; a
beggar may be the bearer of valuable presents."
The priceless and valuable Dead Sea Scrolls, found
by a young Bedouin boy, were preserved through
out the centuries in a fragile clay pot.
THE VESSEL CONSTANTLY EXPERIENCES
DIFFICULTY AND FACES DEATH SO THAT THE
LIFE OF CHRIST CAN BE MANIFESTED (4:8-1 I)

The vessel which contains exceeding valuable
treasure experiences difficulties. These difficulties
are now described in a series of couplets. For
example, Paul says, "We are hard pressed on every
side, yet not crushed" (4:8). The Greek verb ren
dered "hard pressed" means "to press, oppress,
distress." It is translated "afflicted" in 1:6. This
pressure is described as being "on every side." The
Greek texts says "in all things" and means either
"from all sides" or "on every o~.easion." Paul felt
constant pressure (cf."always" vs. 10) from every
side. The current word to describe this experience

is stress. In the Greek text this identical expression
here translated, "hard pressed on every side",
occurs in 7:5 where it is rendered "troubled on
every side." In chapter 7, Paul is describing his
experience in Macedonia. He says his flesh had no
rest he was troubled on every side: "Outside were
conflicts, inside were fears"(7:5).
Even though Paul was pressured from without
and from within, he was not "crushed." The Greek
verb "crushed" comes from two nouns: narrow
and space. Paul is saying he was pressured from
every side yet was not compressed into a narrow
space to the point that he was crushed. Thus the
picture is of an antagonist pressing in upon him,
yet he still has room to move. He is pressed for
room, but still has room. He is hemmed in on
every side, but not completely restricted. But that
is not all, "we are perplexed, but not in despair"
(4:8). The word for "perplexed" comes from the
two words: "no", plus the word for "way or
resource." It means, to be at a loss. One is per
plexed when he sees "no way out".
Yet, Paul could say he was "not in despair".
Like the Greek word for "perplexed", the Greek
word "despair" comes from a root that means "no
way", only "despair" contains a prefix making the
word mean "to be utterly at a loss". In other
words, there is a play on words here. Paul is "at a
loss", but not "utterly at a loss". He is despondent
but not in despair. He did not know what to do,
but he was confident that it would end well. He
was at the end of his resources, but not at the end
of God's resources.

There is more: "persecuted, but not forsaken"
(4:9). The picture behind the word "persecuted", is
being pursued by someone determined to hurt or
harm in some way. Paul is being hunted like a wild
animal. Throughout his ministry, Paul was repeat
edly hated, hunted and hounded. Yet he knew he
was not forsaken. This does not refer to his friends
and fellow workers because, like Christ, Paul experi
enced being forsaken by those close to him. Even at
the end of his life when he needed them the most he
was forsaken by them (2 Tim. 4:10,16). Therefore, he
must mean that when pursued and persecuted by
his foes and deserted by his friends he was not for
saken by the Lord (Heb. 13:5). The Lord did not per
sonally leave him or leave him to his own resources.
The difficulty can get worse: "struck down, but not
destroyed"(4:9). Paul was not only pursued, his
antagonist caught him and cast him to the ground.
On at least one occasion this literally happened.
Hostile Jews from Antioch and Iconium pursued
him to Lystra, stoned him, dragged his body out of
the city and left him on the ground for dead
(Acts 14:19). He was struck down. But he was not
destroyed, he was not killed. When it seemed that
he was on his death bed, God raised him up (Acts
14:20). We may be knocked down, we're never
knocked out. Walking with the Lord is a mountain
climb, not an escalator ride. There are "knocks".
There may even be those moments when we are
"knocked down" but we are not TKO'd. When
hemmed in on all sides, the way up is still open.
Paul not only faced difficulties, he constantly
faced death! He adds, "always carrying about in the

body the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life of Jesus
also may be manifested in our body. For we who
live are always delivered to death for Jesus' sake,
that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our
mortal flesh" (4:10-11). The expression "carrying
about in the body the dying of the Lord Jesus" in
verse 10, is explained in verse 11 (cf. "for'' as being
"delivered to death for Jesus' sake"). In other words
because of his service for Christ, Paul repeatedly,
constantly faced death. Twice in these two verses he
uses the word "always" (cf. I Cor. 15:30, Rom. 8:36,
2 Cor. 11:23). Paul knew well the fellowship of
Christ's sufferings in which he was conformable to
his death (Phil. 3:10-11). Facing death was indeed a
daily experience. Though not stated in verses 10 and
11, Paul not only faced death constantly, but obvi
ously he was repeatedly delivered. He was "not
destroyed" (cf. vs. 9). God had a purpose in permit
ting Paul to always face destruction only to be deliv
ered. That purpose was "that the life of Jesus may
also be manifested in our body'' (vs. 10, cf. and,
"that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our
mortal flesh" in vs. 11). In verse 10, Paul says the life
of Christ was manifested in his body. In verse 11, he
changes ''body'' to "flesh" to highlight his weakness
and frailty. God allowed Paul to constantly face dif
ficulty and possibly death so that He could deliver
him. Thus, God's power was demonstrated in Paul's
near death experiences (cf. vs. 7). Paul's deliverances
demonstrated Jesus was alive (cf. 1:8-10).

THUS THE EXPERIENCES OF THE VESSEL ARE FOR
THE GOOD OF OTHERS AND THE GLORY OF GOD
(4:12-15)
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Paul concludes: "So then death is working in
us, but life in you" (4:12). In the Greek text the arti
cle "the" appears before death. The death Paul has
in mind is the one mentioned in verses 9 and 10,
mainly his repeated brush with physical death in
the service of Jesus Christ. Paul's experience of
death and deliverance was life for the Corinthians.
Had he not been willing to risk death and bring
them the gospel they would not have had the
gospel and therefore life. Furthermore, his contin
uing afflictions were for the benefit of their spiritu
al life (cf. 1:3-11). Paul could say that all the things
he experienced were for their sakes (cf. 4:15).
He could have been silent, he could have been
quiet, but he was not. He explains why he was so
outspoken: "But since we have this same spirit of
faith, according to what is written, 'I believed and
therefore I spoke,' we also believe and therefore
speak" (4:13). Paul quotes Psalm 116:10 claiming
he had the same attitude of faith as the Psalmist.
When the Psalmist faced trouble, sorrow and death
he did not despair, his faith did not fail. He was
confident that the Lord would deliver him so he
called on the Lord and proclaimed his praises.
Likewise, because of his confidence in the Lord,
Paul spoke. Paul's faith was grounded and found
ed upon a God of resurrection power. He says
"knowing that He who raised up the Lord Jesus
will also raise us up with Jesus and will present us
with you" (4:14).
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Paul continued to speak and face death
because he believed God would resurrect the dead.
After all He resurrected Jesus Christ. If he could
do that, he could deliver Paul. And if Paul should
not be delivered, God would one day resurrect him
because he was in Christ.
Furthermore, He would raise and present as a
bride to the bridegroom Paul's converts as well.
Christians are indestructible! Paul's faith in the
God of resurrection power motivated him to face
difficulties, danger and death for Christ's sake.
The result was that death was working in him, but
that meant life for others to whom he ministered.
Men working on Boulder Dam lost their lives in
accidents. When the project was complete, a plaque
was established with the names of the workmen
who had died. Below their names the plaque reads
"These died that the great desert might rejoice and
blossom as the rose." Paul was willing to go
through all of his difficulty and hardship so that
others might experience the life of Christ: so that
their desert might blossom as a rose.
Paul further explains, "For all things are for
your sakes, that grace, having spread through
many, may cause thanksgiving to abound to the
glory of God" (4:15). All the things which hap
pened to Paul (cf. vs. 8-11) were for the good of
others and also for the glory of God.
The latter part of verse 15 has been called
obscure. The two most common explanations are:
(1) The more who come to know the grace of God
through Paul's preaching of the gospel the more who
will thank God, to God's glory. (2) Many prayed for
God's grace to abound toward Paul and when it did

they gave thanks to God, to His glory (cf. 1:11, Phil.
1:19). Which ever interpretation is correct, (the first
view seems to fit this context better, but the second
fits with 1:11) the point is that Paul's trouble was a
means God used to produce thanksgiving in others.
Thus, Paul's problems were for God's glory.
To sum up, God put the great treasure of the
knowledge of His Son in an earthen vessel and
then let that vessel experience constant difficulties
and even face death for the good of others and ulti
mately for the glory of God.
When we experience pressure, we ask "why?".
We are usually looking at ourselves and only our
selves. The concept of this passage broadens our
perspective. Instead of focusing on ourselves, Paul
would have us see the good of others and the glory
of God. If, when the pressure comes we trust the
Lord (cf. 1:9) and manifest the truth, that is the
gospel, (4:7) then as we face difficulties (4:8-9) and
even death itself (4:10-11) the excellence of the
power is of God (4:7) and the life of Christ is
demonstrated (4:10-11). In other words, we are
delivered (or resurrected, cf.4:14) and others hear
the gospel and experience life in Christ.
Perhaps the best illustration of what Paul is
teaching is something he experienced later in his
life. In Philippians Chapter 1, he says he was
determined that Christ would be magnified in his
body whether he lived or died (1:20). At the time
he was in prison facing possible death. Yet,
because he was determined to preach Christ, the
whole palace guard had heard the gospel (cf. Phil.
1:12-13). As guards were stationed to watch Paul,
he led them to Christ one at a time!

Have you experienced the pressure cooker of
life? Were you determined, as a potato in the pres
sure cooker, that Christ would be magnified no
matter what the pressure? If so, then you could
experience the God intended purpose of pressure
which is to demonstrate that, even though we are
weak, He is strong; that even though we are a mere
clay pot, we contain the excellency of the knowl
edge of Christ.
Pressed out of measure and pressed to all length,
Pressed so intensely it seems beyond strength;
Pressed in the body and pressed in the soul,
Pressed in the mind till the dark surges roll;
Pressure by foes, and pressure by friends,
Pressure on pressure, till life nearly ends,
Pressed into loving the staff and the rod,
Pressed into knowing no helper but God;
Pressed into liberty where nothing clings,
Pressed into faith for impossible things;
Pressed into living a life in the Lord,
Pressed into living a Christ-life out-poured!
~ Walter B. Knight
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